Abstract: Aerva congesta Balf.f. ex Baker (Amaranthaceae), an endemic of Mascarene Islands (Mauritius and Rodrigues) is assessed for its conservation status. Considering its local extinction in Rodrigues and very small population in Mauritius, in Round Island and at Gris Gris, south of Mauritius its area of occupancy (AOO) is estimated at 8km². Due to its small AOO and threats by increasing native vegetation and alien species, A. congesta is evaluated as Critically Endangered following the latest IUCN Red List criteria. The species needs an urgent well-defined restoration program and ecological studies to prevent its extinction.
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INTRODUCTION
The genus Aerva Forssk. (Amaranthaceae) consists of 21 species (The Plant List 2013) distributed mostly in the arid or semi-arid regions of the world. Bojer (1837) noted three species of Aerva on Mauritius, A. lanata (L.) Juss., A. caudata Bojer (nomen nudum), and A. chenopodifolia Bojer (now Nothosaerva brachiata (L.) Wight), which are considered as native. Later, Baker (1877) described three species of Aerva on Mauritius, two perennials, A. lanata and A. congesta Balf. f. ex Baker, and one annual, A. brachiata Mart. More recently, Townsend (1994) listed three species, the Mascarene endemic A. congesta, and two alien species formerly known only from cultivation, A. lanata and A. sanguinolenta (L.) Blume.
Referring to Townsend (1994) and Sukhorukov (2013), Aerva congesta is one of the two known endemic species of the Amaranthaceae in the Mascarene Islands (South West Indian Ocean) (Image 1). It is known from both Mauritius (Image 2) and Rodrigues (Image 3), but is not recorded on Réunion Island. The first specimen was collected by Balfour in 1879 where he indicated that the species grew as a small compact herb present on coralline limestone, in association with Abrotanella rhynchocarpa Balf.f. (= Rhamphogyne rhynchocarpa S.
Moore) and Oldenlandia sieberi Baker var. congesta. According to Strahm (1989) A. congesta has not been seen or collected on Rodrigues since Balfour, and it is probably extinct there; extensive surveys made on mainland Rodrigues (e.g., Anse Quitor) and some islets (e.g., Ile Gombrani, Ile Chat, Ile Crabe) were unfruitful (Wiehe 1949; Cadet 1972 Cadet , 1975 Guého 1980; Smith et al. 2004a,b) . On Mauritius, Strahm (1989) quoted that there were recent collections from one locality on mainland Mauritius, but only samples from Round Island, an outer islet northern of Mauritius (Image 2), were accessed at The Mauritius Herbarium.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
In June 2013, while carrying out a preliminary population survey of the endemic fern, Ctenitis maritima (Pynee & Khurun 2013) at Gris Gris, in the village of Souillac, south coastal region of Mauritius (-20.52526 0 S and 57.53086 0 E, 6m elevation) (from Google Earth), the authors (KBP & PK) collected an interesting small prostrate herb, 0.8-3.2 cm tall, on border of the cliffs. Two small patches of A. congesta sized 1.8 x 2 cm and 6 x 12.5 cm with a distance of 2.2m between them and consisting of around 10 plants were found. Through closer study and comparison with herbarium specimens and using the 'Flore des Mascareignes' at The Mauritius Herbarium (MAU), the sample collected was identified as Aerva congesta Balf.f. ex Baker. The herbarium specimen is deposited at The Mauritius Herbarium, Department of Agricultural Services for the Ministry of Agro Industry and Food Security (Image 4). Significant morphological characters, locality, absolute location, elevation, phenology, other associated species and distribution data were included in the herbarium label.
The actual collection at The Mauritius Herbarium (MAU 0014824) of this small herb is the first sample from mainland Mauritius accessed for this herbarium. where the species was found at Gris Gris.
RESULTS

Aerva congesta in the Mascarenes is extant only on
Mauritius and is believed to be extinct in Rodrigues. This halophyte species grows in open areas and bare rocks, within the salt-sprayed region (Strahm 1986; Bullock et al. 2002; Lavergne 2007; Khadun et al. 2008 
Evaluation of current conservation status (IUCN 2001)
The whole population of the species is considered under '2 locations' comprising two subpopulations.
The extent of occurrence (EOO) of the species cannot be calculated from two localities and is deemed to be small. Taking the topographic limitations throughout its geographic range, the Area of Occupancy (AOO) was measured as 8.0km² (800ha) and the number of mature 
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individuals was 29. Criterion B: B1: The EOO of the species cannot be computed from two localities and is deemed to be very limited. Of the three conditions to be fulfilled under B1, the species is found to qualify for two: (a) severely fragmented and (b) continuing decline observed under the sub criteria: (iii) area, extent and or quality of habitat and (v) number of mature individuals. B2: The AOO is 8.0km² and since this estimate is less than 10km², and fulfils two of the three conditions: (a) severely fragmented, and (b) continuing decline observed under the sub criteria: (iii) area, extent and or quality of habitat, and (v) number of mature individuals; the species qualifies under 'Critically Endangered' category. 
DISCUSSION
The species has been closely monitored on Round Island for nearly four decades and has always occurred in low density (Strahm 1986; Bullock et al. 2002; Khadun et al. 2008) , with an estimated population of less than 100 individuals (Page 1995) . From 1975 to 1996 the density and distribution remained unchanged (Bullock et al. 2002) even after eradication of invasive alien goats and rabbits, indicating that grazing by alien species seemed not to have been a threat. This could be related to the fact that the species might be adapted to grazing as both Mauritius and Rodrigues had two species of giant tortoises each. On the other hand, the species has declined by 50-60 % in more recent times and it was mentioned that increasing native vegetation cover could be the main threat on Round Island (Khadun et al. 2008) . Indeed, it is known that grazing can promote species co-existence by reducing 
